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fo Make a Wild Dream Come True 


a 
Charles Sheldon had a dream. Standing on a rise 
in the Kantishna Hills in January 1908, he pulled 
out his field glasses—more important to him than 
his hunting rifle—and looked around. Everything 
his eyes feasted on could one day be a premier 
national park, the Yellowstone of Alaska, preserved 
and protected for one reason above all others: to 
celebrate restraint as an expression of freedom, our 
rare ability to save a place so it will one day save 
us. He studied the ocean of land, storm-tossed by 
mountains and glaciers, waves of rolling tundra, a 
landscape like no other, vast, intact, winter-white, 


Rethinking Wolves, 


Adolph Murie had a theory. Wolves were not bad 

or evil. They were keen predators that helped to 
maintain healthy populations of prey species by 
taking out the old, sick, and injured. Wolves, in fact, 
were beneficial. They made everything around them 
stronger, healthier, more agile, and alert. This was 
heresy in the 1930s, when books, films, and legends 
demonized the wolf, the_wild dog that thousands of 
years ago had refused our-obedience training yet 
remained our four-legged shadow, a ghost of the 
hunter we used to be. A wildlife biologist who had 
studied coyotes in Yellowstone, Murie found great 
inspiration when he came north to what was then 
Mount McKinley National Park. 


and holding its breath, so still yet dynamic, epic 
and epoch in its dimensions, the America that 
used to be. Such a grand ambition. More than a 
dream, it was a spark of idealism, a vision. Could 
Sheldon do it? Could one person with help from a 
few committed colleagues and friends successfully 
campaign for the creation of a national park? 


Thomas Jefferson had said it would take 1,000 years 
for Americans to civilize their emerging continental 
nation and build cities on the Pacific coast as they 
had on the Atlantic. It took 50 years. The so-called 
“myth of superabundance” 


—that we would never 


—Adolph Murie 


Here was a dream come true, a park signed into law 
in February 1917 by Woodrow Wilson after nearly 
10 years of campaigning by Charles Sheldon and 
other activists. Here was a once-upon-a-time land, 
the most accessible wilderness in Alaska, a park to 
protect wild animals by protecting the place where 
they lived, the first national park created after the 
creation of the National Park Service in August 1916. 


The world was changing and Murie wanted to be 
part of it. “Ecology” and “wilderness” were begin- 
ning to find their way into the American vocabulary. 
Nature wasn’t a commodity people owned, it was a 
community they belonged to. Over-civilized people 
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q Aimmy Carter Cerne a eine act. In December 1980, with” 


4 only weeks left in his presidency, he signed into law — 
legislation that established over 100 million acres of — 
~ new national parks, preserves, and wildlife refuges — 


_ in Alaska. Mount McKinley National Park, enlarged © 


from two million acres to six million, became Denali 
National Park and Preserve, with new boundaries to 
_ encompass entire watersheds and the home cues a 


of wildlife populations. — 


Fi] _ andreds of thousands of park visitors travel 
_ by bus every summer on the single road through the — 


park. The bus system (versus private vehicles) reduces 


__ traffic and roadside disturbances so you can better 
_ see what you come to see. A single wolf or a bear, 


breathtakingly close, is priceless. An entire bus goes 
quiet, cameras softly clicking, as a mother grizzly and 
her cubs eat blueberries only 20 meters away. Later, 
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children, alive with stories to last a lifetime. 
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means “the High One” for Athabascan Indians 
north of the Alaska Range 
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run out of fish and bison and bears and so much 
else—was rapidly becoming just that: a myth. A 
Yale man who preferred to be in the wilderness, 
Sheldon decided to dedicate himself to the conser- 
vation cause of President Theodore Roosevelt. He 
journeyed to Alaska when the young US territory 
had no roads and only 30,000 people (fewer than 
five percent of what it has today), and found his 
way to the mountains. 


Due south of him rose the icy granite massif that 
gold miners in Kantishna and Fairbanks called 
Mount McKinley but that Sheldon simply called 


Wilderness, and Wildness 


‘.. let us be guardians, rather than gardeners.” 


needed nature—big, mysterious, wild—to find 
themselves and lose themselves and find themselves 
again, to rewrite the definitions of progress and 
wealth, and be reminded what it meant to be truly 
alive. 


For three years, 1939-41, Murie lived with his family 
in a cabin on the East Fork of the Toklat River, in the 
heart of the park, and studied Dall sheep, caribou, 
and wolves. His young daughter sometimes joined 
him on the tundra, field glasses in hand, like Charles 
Sheldon, to watch wolf pups play near their den. A 
single 90-mile-long road had been built through the 
park, and while traffic was light, it increased steadily 
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overcrowd an experience until we redefine what a 
_good economy is. National parks don’t happen by 

| accident. They are established—and preserved—by 
great force of character, heroic at times, often tedious 
| and downright hard. This is stewardship. » 


oo will always be a good economic argument to 


| 
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“the mountain,” or “Denali,” the Athabascan name 
meaning “the high one.” Certainly a mountain like 
that could take care of itself, being the highest in 
North America. But what of the magnificent wild 
animals that embroidered it, the grizzlies, caribou, 
wolves, moose, Dall sheep, and others that moved 
over the land with ancient grace? Market hunters 
were coming into the country with an aim to 

kill wild game to feed gold miners and railroad 
workers. It had to stop. Sheldon spent 10 months 
in the Denali region, then headed back east with 
one purpose: to make a wild dream come true. 


and then jumped in 1972 after a highway was built 
between Anchorage and Fairbanks. 


People were coming to see the once-upon-a-time 
land, the America that used to be. 


As big as the park was, it wasn’t big enough. Murie 
and others wanted to protect its ecological integrity. 
And so they campaigned, and hoped for a president 
one day who would be as conservation-minded as 
Theodore Roosevelt and Woodrow Wilson. 


It took 40 years. 


Challenges remain. Wolves are routinely shot and 
trapped in Alaska, some near Denali. The climate 


» shifts, the air grows warmer, permafrost melts, habi- 
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to save the wild essence and character of Denali: A 
Charles Sheldon here, an Adolph Murie there. A few 


_.committed citizens can bring about big, thoughtful 


change for the common good. It always works that 


way. Now it’s your turn. Lowe 2 
—Texts by Kim Heacox 


Top photo: Autumn Denali reflections. © gr tuone / TERRAGALLERIA.COM 
Middle: Dog teams haul freight at Wonder Lake. © 2011 serr scHuttz/ ALASKASTOCK.COM 


Bottom: Dall sheep ram, Polychrome Pass. © 2011 KENNETH R. WHITTEN / ALASKASTOCK.COM 


Enjoying Denali 


Please check the park website www.nps.gov/dena or the More Information Alaska Public Lands Information Center Park Bookstore All Reservations for Campsites, The National Park Service gratefully 
ici ; —_ ; ‘aa Denali National Park and Preserve Two locations: Morris Thompson Cultural and Alaska Geographic Association Tours, and Shuttle Bus Tickets acknowledges Alaska Geographic for 
free visitor guide Alpenglow—also available online—to PO Box 9, Denali Park, AK 99755 Visitors Center, 101 Dunkel Street, Suite 110, PO Box 230 Contact the park concessioner, Doyon/ARA- financial support of this brochure. 
plan your trip or to learn about park programs, safety 907-683-2294 Fairbanks, AK 99701, 907-459-3730; and 605 Denali Park, AK 99755 MARK Joint Venture 800-622-7275 (nation- 
guidelines, and regulations. For firearms regulations check www.nps.gov/dena West 4th Ave., Suite 105, Anchorage, AK 99501, 907-683-1272 wide), 907-272-7275 (international), or Follow DenaliNPS on Facebook and 
denali_info@nps.gov 907-644-3661 www.alaskageographic.org www.reservedenali.com Twitter. 


the park website. 


How To Get Here 
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¢ i t G right of this side) some campgrounds footgear is essential and preserve locations, Accessibility We strive Campground Campsite Toilet Water Wilderness Safety 
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